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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Under the Obama administration, the US–Vietnam relationship 

experienced a significant improvement, in particular in terms of security 

cooperation. China’s increasing assertiveness in the South China Sea 

has helped the warming of bilateral ties. The Trans-Pacific Partnership 

also offered a prospect of escaping China’s economic orbit. But just as 

the hard-earned security rapprochement was starting to gain 

momentum, newly elected US President Donald Trump announced the 

US withdrawal from the Trans-Pacific Partnership. Soon after the 

rebalance to Asia was declared officially dead. Neither was good news 

for Vietnam. 

However, despite initial anxiety over Trump’s reluctance to engage with 

Southeast Asia, there have been some signals that the relationship may 

continue to prosper. High-level meetings, including Prime Minister 

Nguyen Xuan Phuc’s and Defence Minister Ngo Xuan Lich’s visits to 

Washington in 2017, reassured Hanoi that the Trump administration has 

a continued interest in deepening bilateral relations. President Trump’s 

attendance at the APEC summit in November 2017 in Da Nang and a 

scheduled side trip to Hanoi signal if not some new developments in 

US–Vietnam relations then at least some clarity over President Trump’s 

Vietnam and Asia policy. 
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The US–Vietnam relationship has undergone a major transformation 

since relations between the two countries were normalised in 1995. 

While building trust between these two former adversaries has not been 

easy, in recent years China’s increasing assertiveness in the South 

China Sea has helped accelerate the warming of bilateral ties. The 
election of Donald Trump as US president, however, has raised 
questions about whether the efforts of the Obama administration to 
strengthen the relationship will continue.  

One of President Trump’s first acts in office was to withdraw from the 

Trans-Pacific Partnership, an agreement that was important 

economically and politically to Vietnam. Hanoi also has doubts about 

whether the new administration shares its security concerns about 

Chinese activities in the South China Sea. President Trump’s visit to 
Vietnam to attend the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) 

Summit in November 2017 has, therefore, assumed a great deal of 

significance and will play a major role in setting the tone and terms for 

the relationship in coming years. 

The aim of this Analysis is to examine whether the positive trajectory of 

US–Vietnam relations under the Obama administration is likely to 

continue under his successor. It examines some of the key drivers and 

elements of the relationship under Obama before turning to a discussion 

of the main factors likely to shape the relationship under Trump. 

THE CHINA CHALLENGE 

During a visit to Vietnam in 2013, US Secretary of State John Kerry said 

that no two countries “have worked harder, done more, and done better 

to try to bring themselves together and change history and change the 

future”.1 Indeed, the post-war rapprochement between Vietnam and the 

United States did not come easily on either side. 

The early years of normalisation under the Clinton administration were 

paced to respond to domestic sensitivities, still strong within Congress. 

Much of the initial focus was on trade. In 1994 President Clinton lifted the 

trade embargo against Vietnam and not long after the normalisation of 

diplomatic relations in 1995 the two governments signed the Bilateral 

Trade Agreement. This paved the way for the steady and substantial 

growth of trade between the two economies, with an increasingly 

favourable balance of trade for Vietnam. In 2006 the US Congress 

accorded Vietnam permanent normal trade relations status, which 

represented the completion of normalisation of economic ties, and 

allowed Vietnam to join the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2007 as 

its 150th member.  

…no two countries “have 

worked harder, done more, 

and done better to try to 

bring themselves together 

and change history and 

change the future” 
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During this period Hanoi remained cautious about expanding military 

cooperation with the United States. Even after the significant warming of 

ties under the Obama administration, Vietnam declined an invitation by 

US Defense Secretary Ash Carter for Vietnamese military officers to 

observe P8 Poseidon maritime patrols over the South China Sea. 

Vietnam is among only three ASEAN members, along with Myanmar 

and landlocked Laos, which do not participate in CARAT (Cooperation 

Afloat Readiness and Training) exercises run by the US Pacific Fleet. 

The slow evolution of military-to-military relations reinforced a feeling in 

Washington that Hanoi was reluctant to take the relationship further.2  

Vietnamese defence policy has traditionally been quite conservative, 

with strong emphasis on self-reliance. The so called ‘three no’s’ — no to 

foreign military bases; no to foreign military alliances; and no to using a 

third country to oppose another — have been the key elements of its 

defence strategy. This policy was adopted in the aftermath of Vietnam’s 

normalisation with China in 1991. It was intended to reassure Beijing that 

Hanoi had no hostile intent towards it. 

To date, Vietnam’s single most important relationship remains with 

China. It is a complex relationship that is determined by a vast power 

disparity, but also some political and economic affinity, extensive trade 

exchange,3 a long history of interaction, and a geographical proximity 

that some refer to as a curse.4 “Vietnam views China as the inscrutable 

northern giant”, writes Brantly Womack in China and Vietnam: The 

Politics of Asymmetry. “Even at peace the giant is feared because the 

fateful decision of war or peace is largely in the giant’s hand.”5 Adding to 

the already challenging circumstances of power asymmetry, Vietnam 

and China have conflicting claims in the South China Sea. The 

neighbours have made efforts to address the sovereignty tensions 

through regular communication via a variety of channels, including Party-

to-Party talks, defence ministers’ dialogues, and the establishment of a 

maritime hotline. 

Vietnam’s Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister Pham Binh Minh 

has described five ways in which the country has tried to protect and 

assert its interests in the South China Sea. These include: holding 

regular dialogues between Vietnamese and Chinese government 

officials, communist party functionaries and military officers; supporting 

the 2002 ASEAN Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South 

China Sea, which it hopes it can eventually develop into a Code of 

Conduct; internationalising the South China Sea dispute by raising 

awareness about it in regional and international forums; accelerating 

defence modernisation programs with an emphasis on improving the 

military’s air and naval capabilities; and diversifying its foreign relations 

by expanding partnerships with a broad range of countries.6 

In May 2014, China National Offshore Oil Corporation deployed a mobile 

oil rig, HYSY-981, inside Vietnam’s exclusive economic zone. The move 

Vietnamese defence policy 

has traditionally been quite 

conservative, with strong 

emphasis on self-reliance. 
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took Hanoi by surprise, severely undermining its hard-earned trust. The 

rig remained stationed in waters around the Paracel Islands for a 

number of weeks, raising tensions between the two countries. China 

eventually withdrew the oil rig, but the incident had a major impact on 

Hanoi’s view of Beijing’s ambitions in the region and injected greater 

urgency into Hanoi’s efforts to seek external partners to balance China.  

The most important development in the South China Sea dispute since 

the HYSY-981 incident was the ruling of the arbitral tribunal in The 

Hague in July 2016 on the case brought by the Philippines against China 

concerning China’s behaviour in the South China Sea. The court ruled 

that China’s artificial islands had no legal status and the exclusive 

economic zone of 12 nautical miles could not be applied to them.7 The 

ruling was a moral victory for Manila, but as well as for all other 

claimants in the South China Sea.  

Vietnam was one of only seven countries — including the Philippines, 

Australia, Canada, Japan, New Zealand, and the United States — that 

openly welcomed the ruling and called for compliance. Other countries, 

including a number of Vietnam’s fellow ASEAN members, adopted a far 

more cautious approach, fearing how China might respond. Vietnam has 

emerged as the main remaining protagonist in Southeast Asia on the 

South China Sea issue. This has not earned it points in Beijing.  

In June 2017 China reportedly pressured Vietnam to cease gas 

exploration operations by Talisman-Vietnam, a subsidiary of Spanish 

company Respol, operating in a region called Block 136-03 (around  

400 kilometres from Vietnam’s shoreline).8 General Fan Chanlong, 

Vice-Chairman of China’s Central Military Commission, cut short his visit 

to Vietnam before a scheduled bilateral meeting on border defence.9 A 

few weeks later the Vietnamese withdrew from Block 136-03 after China 

threatened it militarily. This unusual act of accommodating Chinese 

pressure provoked domestic criticism of the Vietnamese regime.10 Some 

observers argued that the decision was rational given Hanoi’s limited 

options.11 Others saw it is a tactical retreat to avoid a major confrontation 

ahead of the 2017 APEC Summit, which will be hosted by Vietnam.  

THE NEED TO DIVERSIFY 

Vietnam’s growing concern about China is not the only reason its 

relationship with the United States has warmed. The strengthening of 

bilateral ties with the United States is part of a longer-term process in 

which Vietnam has sought to diversify its international relationships. It 

was not that long ago that Vietnam was isolated internationally. As soon 

as its war with the United States ended it went on to fight conflicts with its 

neighbours Cambodia and China. A decade later its only remaining ally, 

the Soviet Union, collapsed.  

Vietnam has emerged 

as the main remaining 

protagonist in Southeast 

Asia on the South China 

Sea issue. 
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Vietnam has learned from historical experience that over-reliance on one 

partner can be dangerous. Having been isolated in the past it has tried to 

expand its range of bilateral and multilateral partnerships. Hanoi quickly 

recognised the importance of the Association of Southeast Asian 

Nations (ASEAN). Greater cooperation with ASEAN has been a key 

pillar of Vietnamese foreign policy since its accession in 1995. Vietnam’s 

efforts to more closely integrate with the group have largely been 

successful and it has become a key member.12 The current Secretary-

General of ASEAN, Le Luong Minh, is the first Vietnamese national to 

assume this position.  

Outside of ASEAN, Japan and India have emerged as key partners. 

Since the HYSY-981 crisis Vietnam’s exchanges with Tokyo have 

increased. Levels of trust between the two countries are strong given 

that Japan has consistently been one of the top foreign investors in and 

aid donors to Vietnam. A strategic partnership agreement was signed in 

2006, which has since been upgraded to a comprehensive strategic 

partnership, and a defence cooperation agreement was signed in 2011. 

In the aftermath of the oil rig stand-off, Tokyo provided Vietnam with six 

second-hand offshore patrol ships. Regular visits by both countries’ 

prime ministers and defence ministers has helped to sustain the 

momentum.  

Tighter collaboration with Japan has two benefits for Vietnam. It is a way 

for Vietnam to gradually increase its level of comfort in drawing closer to 

the United States and its network of allies in the region. It also provides 

an alternative to becoming solely dependent on the United States. In 

other words, closer relations with Japan helps Vietnam to balance China, 

to reinforce its military capabilities, and strengthen its economy without 

going through the ideological and historical trauma of rapidly 

strengthening ties with the United States. If the momentum continues, 

the relationship has the potential to become a trilateral US–Japan–

Vietnam relationship.13 

India and Vietnam signed a strategic partnership in 2007, which was 

also subsequently upgraded to a comprehensive strategic partnership. 

The oil rig incident has added to the impetus for bolstering bilateral ties. 

During a visit to Delhi by Vietnam’s then prime minister, Nguyen Tan 

Dung, in October 2014, the two countries agreed to expand cooperation 

in a number of areas including defence, energy, trade and investment, 

and space.14 India also offered to provide training for Vietnam’s Navy.15  

VIETNAM AND THE US REBALANCE 

It is against the background of these developments that Vietnam’s 

evolving relations with the United States need to be viewed. In 2010, 

during a meeting of the ASEAN Regional Forum in Hanoi, US Secretary 

of State Hillary Clinton said that the United States had a national interest 

in the South China Sea and supported the peaceful resolution of the 

Vietnam has learned from 

historical experience that 

over-reliance on one 

partner can be 
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disputes. She implicitly addressed China in her statement, saying the 

United States “oppose[s] the use or threat of force by any claimant” and 

that “legitimate claims to maritime space in the South China Sea should 

be derived solely from legitimate claims to land features”.16  

The speech was something of a breakthrough in US–Vietnam relations. 

It was very well received in Hanoi, which considered the content of the 

speech and the fact that it was made in Hanoi a diplomatic victory. Just a 

month after Clinton’s speech, Vietnam and the United States launched 

the first annual, deputy ministerial-level defence and strategic dialogue in 

Hanoi. The same year the US 7th Fleet conducted joint training 

exercises with the Vietnamese Navy. Since then the two countries have 

conducted regular training exercises focused on search and rescue, 

environmental security, and clearing leftover landmines and unexploded 

ordnance.  

Under the Obama administration Vietnam was one of only three 

countries in Southeast Asia that saw an increase in US defence 

assistance. In 2011 Hanoi and Washington signed a Memorandum of 

Understanding on Advancing Bilateral Defence Cooperation, which 

committed to high-level regular defence dialogues and cooperation in 

maritime security, as well as cooperation in peacekeeping, humanitarian 

assistance, and disaster relief. In 2012 for the first time since the 

Vietnam War, the US Defense Secretary visited the civilian port at Cam 

Ranh Bay. During that visit, he established an Office of Defense 

Cooperation at the US Embassy in Hanoi. Vietnam became an observer 

at the Rim of the Pacific Exercise (RIMPAC-2012) — the largest navy 

exercise in the world.  

These developments were an essential backdrop to then President 

Truong Tan San’s visit to Washington in 2013, when a “comprehensive 

partnership”17 agreement was signed between the two nations. The 

agreement was a milestone reflecting the new levels of confidence and 

trust between the former adversaries and paving the way for further 

efforts to deepen the relationship. That same year Secretary of State 

John Kerry visited Vietnam and announced a $18 million assistance 

package to improve the country’s ability to conduct coastal patrol, search 

and rescue, and disaster relief operations. This included the provision of 

five patrol vessels to the Vietnamese Coast Guard.18 Following the 

HYSY-981 incident the United States partially lifted its restrictions on 

lethal weapon sales to Vietnam.19  

The economic relationship has also expanded. In particular, the Trans-

Pacific Partnership, the key economic component of the Obama 

administration’s rebalance to Asia, promised to draw Vietnam’s economy 

closer to that of the United States.20 For Vietnam, the Trans-Pacific 

Partnership was not just important in economic terms, it also carried an 

important strategic meaning because it was an opportunity for Vietnam 

to diversify its economy away from its reliance on China.  

For Vietnam, the Trans-

Pacific Partnership 

was…an opportunity for 

Vietnam to diversify its 

economy away from its 

reliance on China. 
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Whereas in the past Hanoi had viewed the relationship with the United 

States with considerable caution and mistrust, a new tone was struck in 

this period. Prominent Vietnamese intellectuals began openly advocating 

a tighter association with the United States on the grounds that “national 

interests were bigger than history and ideology”.21 In 2015 Vietnam’s 

Communist Party General Secretary Nguyen Phu Trong paid a formal 

visit to Washington and met with President Obama. It was the first time a 

head of the ruling Communist Party of Vietnam had a formal meeting 

with the US president in the Oval Office of the White House. The 

involvement of the Party General Secretary in diplomatic initiatives is 

relatively rare. His visit signalled that the need for deepening relations 

with the US had been socialised even within the more conservative circle 

of the Party.  

THE OBAMA EFFECT  

The Obama administration’s rebalance to Asia left a deep impression on 

Hanoi, especially its outreach to ASEAN. At a summit at Sunnylands, 

California, in 2016, the joint statement issued by President Obama and 

ASEAN leaders included a commitment to:  

“maintain peace, security and stability in the region, ensuring 

maritime security and safety, including the rights of freedom of 

navigation and overflight and other lawful uses of the seas, and 

unimpeded lawful maritime commerce as described in the 1982 

UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) as well as 

non-militarization and self-restraint in the conduct of activities.”22  

The reference to non-militarisation was particularly important to Vietnam 

given this issue had traditionally been cautiously avoided in official 

ASEAN statements. The fact that it was the same place where Obama 

had held a summit meeting with Chinese President Xi Jinping reassured 

ASEAN leaders that the United States was not going to sacrifice their 

interests for the sake of the China relationship.23  

President Obama’s personal charisma was another key factor in 

improving the image of the United States in Vietnam, not just with the 

public but also with policymakers. During his visit in May 2016 he was 

warmly welcomed on the streets of Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City. In a 

speech in Hanoi Obama skilfully tapped into a small state’s psychology 

by reiterating that every nation was equal regardless of size. He 

acknowledged Vietnam’s strategic anxiety in relation to China while 

reassuring the Vietnamese leadership that the United States had no 

intention of interfering in its domestic arrangements.24  

Obama’s decision to announce the total annulment of the ban of lethal 

weapons sales to Vietnam during the visit was also very well received. 

Obama justified the decision as a way to “ensure that Vietnam has 

access to the equipment it needs to defend itself”.25 The decision was in 

Obama’s decision to 

announce the total 

annulment of the ban of 

lethal weapons sales… 
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many ways the logical end of the normalisation process between the two 

countries, but also the start of a new chapter in geostrategic relations in 

the Asia-Pacific.26 In theory it enables Vietnam to diversify the sources of 

its military equipment. Any shift will likely be a gradual one, however, not 

least given the language and training barriers to procuring equipment 

from new sources. Nevertheless, Vietnam has a growing need for 

surveillance equipment including maritime patrol and reconnaissance 

aircraft as well as command and control equipment, which could be met 

by US defence suppliers.  

THE US–VIETNAM RELATIONS UNDER TRUMP  

Given how closely President Obama was associated with the deepening 

of US–Vietnam ties, the change of administrations in the United States 

has inevitably raised questions about the future of the relationship. From 

Hanoi’s perspective, some of the Trump administration’s early moves 

have raised alarm bells, most notably its withdrawal from the Trans-

Pacific Partnership. It was a major disappointment for Vietnam.27 

Moreover, despite the Trump administration’s continuation of freedom of 

navigation operations, there is a perception in Hanoi that the South 

China Sea issue figures relatively low in Trump’s foreign policy priorities.  

In fact, after nine months in office, and amid growing tension in the 

region, there is little sign that Trump is formulating a comprehensive 

strategy for Asia. The North Korean nuclear crisis has absorbed most of 

Washington’s attention when it comes to Asia. Moreover, Trump’s initial 

talks with Chinese President Xi Jinping has led some in Southeast Asia 

to fear that a softer US line on the South China Sea could be traded for 

Beijing’s cooperation on North Korea.28  

Despite its concerns, the Vietnamese leadership has been proactive in 

pursuing direct engagement with the new president. In May 2017 the 

Vietnamese Prime Minister Nguyen Xuan Phuc was the first Southeast 

Asian head of state, and the third from Asia (after Japanese Prime 

Minister Shinzo Abe and Chinese President Xi Jinping) to visit President 

Trump after he took office. The meeting was considered successful and 

set a positive tone for the relationship under the new administration.  

The United States has a large trade deficit with Vietnam, which totalled 

US$32 billion in 2016.29 During the presidential campaign Vietnam was 

listed by Trump as one of a number of countries flooding the US 

economy with cheap goods. The United States has also been critical of 

Vietnam’s lack of protection for intellectual property rights, placing it on 

its watch list in 2016. During his visit in May, the Vietnamese prime 

minister tried to alleviate these and other concerns. Phuc signed a 

US$15–17 billion agreement on the exchange of technological goods 

and services, which President Trump described as a win-win outcome: 

“They [Vietnam] just made a very large order in the United States — and 

…there is a perception in 

Hanoi that the South 
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we appreciate that — for many billions of dollars, which means jobs for 

the United States and great, great equipment for Vietnam.”30  

The joint statement from the meeting reaffirmed the United States’ 

commitment to the existing comprehensive partnership between the two 

states, as well as the principles established in the joint statement issued 

at the US–ASEAN Sunnylands summit. The Vietnamese were reassured 

by a US pledge to continue defence ties but also to expand cooperation 

into the intelligence field.31 Nevertheless, in contrast to the Vietnam–US 

leaders’ exchanges in 2016 when Obama visited Hanoi, the meeting 

seemed transactional in nature, in line with the new president’s foreign 

policy approach. Leaders in Hanoi are actively trying to respond to the 

shift, hoping not only to boost bilateral relations, but also to draw 

Trump’s attention to geoeconomic and geostrategic challenges in the 

region. As a follow-up, the Vietnamese Defence Minister Ngo Xuan Lich 

visited Washington in August. US Defense Secretary Jim Mattis 

confirmed that the naval cooperation between the two countries would 

continue to expand:  

“The two leaders agreed that a strong US–Vietnam defense 

relationship promotes regional and global security. This 

relationship is based on mutual respect and common interests, 

including the freedom of navigation in the South China Sea and 

globally, respect for international law, and recognition of national 

sovereignty.”32  

The mention of national sovereignty was very well received in Vietnam 

as a strong signal of Washington’s support. It is possible that as a  

follow-up to the meeting a US aircraft carrier may dock at Cam Ranh 

Bay in 2018.33 It will be the first time a US warship has visited the port 

since the Vietnam War.34  

Military cooperation has also accelerated. In May 2017 the US Pacific 

Partnership 17 — a multilateral mission aimed at enhancing regional 

coordination in medical readiness and preparedness for man-made and 

natural disasters — visited Khanh Hoa and Da Nang in central Vietnam. 

In the same month, the United States transferred a former US Coast 

Guard Hamilton-class high-endurance cutter to Vietnam.35 In July, 

Washington and Hanoi conducted the 8th Naval Engagement Activity. 

The United States is also providing support for Vietnam’s participation in 

UN peacekeeping operations. All of these activities illustrate how habits 

of cooperation are gradually but steadily building between the two 

countries. The current eagerness to cooperate on the Vietnamese side is 

noticeably stronger compared with a few years ago. 

US Defense Secretary 
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THE FUTURE OF THE ECONOMIC–SECURITY NEXUS 
AFTER THE TRANS-PACIFIC PARTNERSHIP 

The one major question mark about the US–Vietnam relationship 

revolves around the demise of the Trans-Pacific Partnership. The Trans-

Pacific Partnership was important to Vietnam in two ways: it was a way 

to draw closer to the United States economically; while at the same time 

drifting away from China’s economic orbit. When the Vietnamese 

Communist Party Secretary General Trong visited Washington in July 

2015, he committed Vietnam to carry out “whatever reforms were 

necessary” to implement the agreement. This alone testified to the 

importance of the trade deal not only to the political and economic future 

of Vietnam but also as a mechanism for fostering “strategic trust” with 

the United States.  

President Trump’s decision to abandon the Trans-Pacific Partnership 

was therefore deeply disappointing for Vietnam.36 Vietnam is 

participating in efforts by other partners to conclude an agreement 

without the United States. The Vietnamese side has discussed its hopes 

of negotiating a bilateral free trade agreement with the United States. 

Any free trade agreement would, however, be difficult to negotiate, 

particularly given Trump’s view on trade. Nevertheless, the economic 

dimension of the relationship is of particular importance to Vietnam, as 

maintaining a strong economy determines its strategic calculus. Hanoi’s 

challenge is to convince President Trump that Vietnam is a highly 

prospective market for US investments. The APEC Summit, with its 

focus on trade and economic governance, will be an important 

opportunity to do that, along with the bilateral exchange that will occur in 

parallel to the Summit.  

TOWARDS A STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIP? 

For several years there has been discussion of elevating the 

comprehensive partnership between Vietnam and the United States to 

some form of strategic partnership. In the aftermath of the HYSY-981 oil 

rig incident, some even suggested that Vietnam should seek an alliance 

arrangement with the United States.37 The idea of a strategic partnership 

was mooted as far back as Hillary Clinton’s visit to Hanoi in 2010, but the 

idea was considered premature. There are challenges to agreeing on a 

strategic partnership, including the ‘thin’ defence ties between 

Washington and Hanoi compared with the ties that Washington has with 

Singapore or even Kuala Lumpur. However, the enthusiasm on both 

sides does not exclude such development. 

…the economic dimension 
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While neither the United States nor Vietnam are likely to seek a formal 

alliance along the lines of US arrangements with Thailand, the 

Philippines, or Australia, a more flexible strategic partnership — similar 

to the one with Singapore — is a feasible model. It would require further 

commitments from both sides. The United States would be expected to 

play a bigger role in strengthening the capacity of Vietnam’s defence 

force — including supplying hardware and defence technology. Vietnam 

would be expected to reciprocate. One possibility would be for it to 

provide the US Navy with access to the Cam Ranh Bay naval base. 

Cam Ranh Bay is considered the finest deep-water shelter in Southeast 

Asia. It served as a naval and air base for US forces during the Vietnam 

War. So far, the United States, like other countries, including China, 

have had access to the commercial port at Cam Ranh Bay. Only Russia 

has had privileged access to the naval base. US warship visits are also 

limited to one per year. Previously, Hanoi has rejected Washington’s 

proposal to host rotations of US troops and warships at the naval base, 

partly because of historical sensitivities.  

Another way for Vietnam to heighten the level of strategic cooperation 

would be to conduct joint patrols as well as join US freedom of 

navigation operations in the South China Sea. Not only would this be a 

robust response to China’s growing militarisation of the area, it would 

strengthen the security relationship with the United States. Over the 

longer term, an enhanced strategic relationship could see participation in 

exercises such as RIMPAC, although this would require a significant 

modernisation of Vietnam’s naval forces. 

Of course any of the above moves would provoke deep unease in 

China, something that would factor into both Vietnamese and US 

calculations. Such a dramatic makeover of the bilateral relationship is 

probably less likely than a gradual but steady growth in cooperation and 

engagement between the two countries. 

CONCLUSION  

While President Trump’s attitude to Vietnam is still unclear, senior 

officials in his administration have been actively working to ensure that 

the Obama administration’s efforts to strengthen the relationship will 

continue. President Trump will be the first US president to visit Vietnam 

within his first year in office. Nevertheless, there are some difficult issues 

to be negotiated, chief among them the economic relationship.  

Ultimately, however, China will loom largest in both sides’ calculations. 

Vietnam is one of the few countries in the region prepared to adopt a 

tougher line on the South China Sea issue. Given Vietnam’s concern 

about China there has probably been no more propitious time for the 

United States to engage with Vietnam. In some respects, a further 

warming of the US–Vietnam relationship depends on a cooling of the 

China–Vietnam relationship and perhaps also the US–China relationship. 

…neither the United 

States nor Vietnam are 

likely to seek a formal 

alliance… 
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Hanoi’s greatest fear, no doubt, would be a situation in which both 

relationships cooled at the same time. 
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